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About Me

• Broad clinical interests: childhood trauma and bereavement, 
family systems, anxiety and mood disorders, behavioral 
dysregulation

• Therapy and assessment 

• Psy.D. in Clinical Psychology from Widener University

• Certified School Psychologist in PA

• Program Director of Anxiety and Mood team at UCEBT
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Poll!
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Learning Objectives

§ Describe ACT and its core components using age appropriate 
language to kids and their families 

§ Adapt ACT tools to a younger population

§ Increase openness to experiential exercises



z
Experiential Exercise 
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Introducing ACT to Kids and Families

According to the ACBS Website: 

§ “Developed within a coherent theoretical and 

philosophical framework, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 

(ACT) is a unique empirically based psychological intervention 

that uses acceptance and mindfulness strategies, together with 

commitment and behavior change strategies, to increase 
psychological flexibility. Psychological flexibility means 

contacting the present moment fully as a conscious human 

being, and based on what the situation affords, changing or 

persisting in behavior in the service of chosen values.”
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Introducing ACT to Kids and Families

§ Goal: to help kids live a life that is meaningful and fulfilling 

§ Accept: being willing to experience whatever thoughts and 
feelings we have

§ Choose: figuring out what and who is important to you

§ Take Action: take action to move in the direction you want to go
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The “Mini Adults” Trap

Adults

§ Adults can become afraid of 
their thoughts and feelings or 
rigid or avoidant in their actions

§ ACT helps adults practice
turning toward values through 
committed action to live lives 
with less pain, stress, 
symptoms, or problems 

A flexible growth approach

§ Focuses on teaching, 
modeling, and shaping flexible 
thoughts, feelings and actions 
before psychologically 
inflexible patterns have set in 
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6 in 3 in 1

Psychological Flexibility

Be Present

Attention to 
Present

Self as 
Observer

Do What 
Matters

Values Committed 
Action

Open Up

Acceptance Cognitive 
Defusion
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Be Present

§ What is mindfulness?

• Noticing what is happening right now

• Paying attention in a specific way – on purpose and without judgement 

§ Why bother?

• Most kids/teens have big emotions from time to time, mindfulness skills can help us to 
not get knocked down by them as easily or if we do get knocked down, we bounce 
back faster

• It can also help us put space between a big emotion and our actions – then we can 
respond in a more clever way, without hurting our own feelings or the feelings of others

§ How do I do it? 

§ The most important part of mindfulness is practice so we’re going to practice together 
today and then you’re going to practice at home on your own or with your family 
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Do What Matters

Values

§ Things that are important to 
us 

§ Something that gives 
meaning to our lives

§ Like a point on a compass, it 
cannot be reached

§ Like pizza 

Goals

§ Can be achieved or reached 

§ Can be easy or hard to 
achieve

§ You can measure your 
progress toward a goal

§ You keep setting new goals in 
life 

Values and pain are two sides of the same coin – you can’t get rid of one without getting rid of the other 

A problem means that you think that things aren’t going as well as you would like in a certain area 
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Open Up

§ Cognitive defusion is a big word idea

§ Separating who we are from the thoughts we have 

§ Thoughts are just thoughts - we are not our thoughts

§ Looking at thoughts, rather than from thoughts

§ Noticing thoughts, rather than being caught up in them 

§ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NdaCEO4WtDU

§ Passengers on the bus 

§ Thoughts as a superpower 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NdaCEO4WtDU
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Open Up

§ When to use it:

§ Before, during or after a challenging situation

§ When your thoughts aren’t helpful

§ You are mentally somewhere else or in some other time

§ Your mind feels judgmental

§ Your thoughts feel old and familiar
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Experiential Exercise
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Acceptance

§ The opposite of being open is being closed

§ When closed, we shut ourselves off from living a valued and meaningful life

§ Being closed also means struggling to avoid or get rid of unpleasant thoughts, 
feelings, memories, and sensations 

§ The solutions we use often become the problem 

§ What are some things that you try to avoid                                                                     
or get rid of?

§ How is it working?



Farther Closer

What do you like to do?
What do you like about _____?
What about those things are important 
to you?
Who do you like to do these things 
with? 

What shows up on the inside that 
can stop you from doing those 
things or being with the people 
who are important to you?

What do you do when you’re 
hooked by the things below?
How does that work for you in the 
long run?

What is making your life smaller?

What is one small thing you 
can do that would get you 
closer to _______?

What could you do to make
your life bigger?

ME

Outside

Inside
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Developmental Considerations

§ Differences in reflecting on the past and future

§ Saving face

§ Working with important adults 

§ Language differences (pros and cons!)

§ Use in conjunction with other child behavioral interventions 
(reward programs, parent management practices, skill building)



z
Benefits

§ Experts on abstract and figurative language

§ Enjoy metaphors, stories, and experiential exercises that are 
active and fun 

§ Imaginative and creative

§ Less stringent verbal rules they live by and ACT can help 
preclude future psychological inflexibility 

§ Transdiagnostic 

§ Parents as ”assistant coaches” 
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Showing up: Your presence in the room

§ Pay attention to how we engage in addition to what we are teaching 

§ Notice flexibility

§ Embody the processes

§ Engage pain and caring 

§ Initiate, model, and support change 

§ Vulnerability, authenticity, genuineness 

§ Developmental process for therapists

§ Internal checks and balances that can help you stay balanced

§ Burnout
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Assessment 

§ Acceptance and Fusion 
Questionnaire for Youth (AFQ-Y) 
and  (AFQ-Y8)

§ We want to know more about 
what you think, how you feel, and 
what you do. Read each 
sentence. Then, circle a number 
between 0-4 that tells how true
each sentence is for you.



z
Case Conceptualization

§ Current situation and presenting issue

§ Social and historical environment

§ Self-view

§ Social View

https://www.thrivingadolescent.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/12/Figure-2.-DNA-V-case-
conceptualization-model.pdf
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Resources

§ Association for Contextual Behavioral Science (ACBS)

§ https://contextualscience.org/children_adolescents_families_sig

§ https://www.thrivingadolescent.com/ 

§ DNA-V

§ Get Out of Your Mind & Into Your Life for Teens

§ The Thriving Adolescent

§ Using the stuck matrix with kids 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=efKKTPcNuHQ

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=efKKTPcNuHQ
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Questions, comments, considerations, 
challenges, etc.

Contact: rachel.hopkins@ucebt.com


